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University admission
Interviews for mental 
health nursing students: key 
considerations for the panel
Introduction
Compared to other countries across the 
world recruitment into mental health in the 
UK compares well (Pryjmachuk et al, 2009). 
In Australia, for example, commentators 
are calling for a return to a system where 
mental health nurse training is a focus 
rather than a generic preregistration 
programme (Stuhlmiller, 2005).
There is some anecdotal evidence in 
favour of the UK training system (Singh et 
al, 2009). This in turn, it is argued, allows 
for trainee nurses to adopt a role-identity 
that feeds positively toward recruitment and 
retention (Hercecelinskyj, 2011). 
Applications to the University of 
Huddersfield for mental health nurse 
training have dramatically increased in 
recent years and this seems to be mirrored 
across the UK. 
Thus the interview has become a very 
competitive process. This article outlines 
the factors that influence our decision-
making in interviews.
University representatives:  
Steve Hemingway and Ruth Elliott
Discussing the differing modes of interview 
is beyond this article. However, whether 
it is a mixture of aptitude tests, group 
and/or individual interviews, the aim is to 
recruit a candidate who can develop their 
own personal qualities into a competent 
professional who can support the service 
user achieve their optimum recovery (Ford 
and Stephenson, 2011). 
This year we have trialled the use of 
individual interviews with the focus on the 
interviewees communication, caring focus, 
ability to manage the differing aspects of 
the course programme and finally emotional 
resilience to face some of the traumas they 
will experience in the clinical setting. 
The candidates are graded using a 
scoring system developed by the South 
West Yorkshire Partnership Foundation 
Trust (SWYPFT) as we are looking for the 
same qualities, but at an earlier stage in the 
career pathway.
The UCAS applications are screened by 
the admissions tutors assessing academic 
potential, but also meaningful reasons in 
the personal statement why they wish to 
undertake a mental health nursing diploma 
or degree. A further method for scrutinising 
applications is currently being developed to 
add more rigour to the process.
Mental health nursing in the UK usually 
attracts more experienced people 
compared to adult nursing (Pryjmachuk et 
al, 2009), and this year was no exception.
We had a flood of younger applicants, 
which is positive, but these have needed  
to show they both have an insight into 
working as a mental health nurse and an 
idea of the role. 
Recruiting candidates who are motivated 
to choose our university was also an 
important influencing factor.
Our experience from a university 
perspective is the balance of university, 
trust and service user representation 
is effective. There is a meaningful 
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Abstract
This article outlines interview panel 
members’ experiences of  conducting 
interviews for prospective student nurses. 
Representatives on the interview panel 
are a service user plus trust and university 
staff. The differing factors that influence 
them in this process are discussed.
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assessment and dialogue when discussing 
the performance and qualities that each 
candidate brings. 
This endorses the stated aims of both the 
NMC and chief nursing officer for England’s 
review of mental health nursing in England 
(Department of Health, 2006). Including the 
service user and provider on the interview 
panel gives the interview credence. A recent 
NMC review highlighted the significant 
role the service user plays in the interview 
process.
Trust representatives:  
Mandy Sutton and  
Elizabeth Broadbent
Taking a collaborative approach 
to interviewing potential students 
demonstrates a mutual respect of 
organisational and individual contributions in 
the process. Each member of the panel has 
a unique viewpoint, searching for a different 
yet often complementary set of skills and 
qualities in the candidate.
An estimated 30,000 nurses leave the 
NHS each year and the NHS has an ageing 
workforce, with approximately 27% being 
over 50 years of age (Gould and Fontenla, 
2006).  
Clinical managers across England have 
recognised that taking a longer-term view 
when developing recruitment and selection 
initiatives in trusts proves fruitful. 
This means working in collaboration with 
universities and treating the selection, 
interview and subsequent support 
of students – including support with 
application and recruitment – as part of 
the longer-term goal to develop the future 
workforce (Gould, 2006). Managers have 
embraced this initiative to varying degrees.
Local trust involvement in the recruitment 
process involves professionals being a 
member of the interview panel along with 
a university lecturer and a service user, 
who has a diagnosis of mental illness and 
experience of using mental health services.
This enables professionals with an 
awareness of the current pressures in 
practice, working in the field of mental 
health nursing, to contribute in the selection 
of individuals who have the social and 
emotional maturity to manage the stress of 
working in busy clinical environments.
Candidates need to demonstrate that 
they are able to balance the clinical and 
academic demands of the course, using 
appropriate coping mechanisms and 
recognising the importance of maintaining a 
work-life balance. 
This is not only demonstrated by how 
candidates answer the questions but also 
how they manage the stress of the interview 
situation.
Questions are designed to enable the 
student to show a commitment to working 
with people who are mentally ill, respecting 
their need to be treated as individuals, 
showing empathy and giving choice. 
While experience of working with 
individuals who are mentally ill does not 
guarantee candidates entry on to the 
course, it does gives them the opportunity 
to discuss skills they have developed 
working in a caring environment.
Some candidates are so determined to 
pursue a career in the field of mental health 
they undertake voluntary work or give 
up careers and well-paid jobs to gain the 
necessary experience.
An awareness of the professional identity 
of the nurse is also essential. Candidates 
are asked questions to encourage them to 
consider accountability including leadership, 
acting as advocates and taking a caring and 
protective role in an individual’s care.  
To be able to answer this in any depth 
candidates need to have prepared for the 
interview by reading extensively around the 
subject, which reinforces their commitment 
to nursing as their career of choice.
Candidates need to adequately 
demonstrate their dedication, determination 
and commitment to their chosen career. 
The professional needs to be reassured 
that candidates fully understand what they 
have applied for, that they are committed 
to being a nurse and most importantly that 
they want to work in the field of mental 
health. Supplementary questioning is used if 
in any doubt.
It is a huge responsibility to recruit 
potential professionals of the future who 
will be working with vulnerable people – and 
mistakes cannot be made.
A panel of individuals with a vested 
interest, different viewpoints, skills and 
abilities will be able to select varied and 
appropriately skilled candidates to succeed 
(Ford and Stephenson, 2011).
Service user representative:  
Ian Heraty
Interviews are demanding at the best of 
times, both for those being interviewed and 
those on the interview panel. 
A lot rides on the outcome of the whole 
process. For the successful applicant it may 
open up a rewarding career path, for those 
that do not meet the required standard 
uncertainty and disappointment is often 
what they are left with. 
Those privileged enough to be on the 
interview panel face the demanding and 
often draining process of screening and 
scrutinising the potential talent that is 
presented before them. 
In recent times new initiatives have 
led to service users being represented 
on interview panels in forward-thinking 
organisations, indeed I have been fortunate 
enough to have represented the University 
of Huddersfield on such panels. 
As a user of mental health servicers, what 
do I look for in people I help interview for 
the mental health nursing degree course?
First I must stress the point that my 
input is genuinely equal to that of the other 
representatives on the panel, and the 
service user can often tilt the outcome of a 
close call either way.
What assets must the interviewee 
possess to impress upon me their 
credentials to be a student nurse?
For the young fresh-faced applicant, 
potential is an essential quality. Often this 
group have not had enough life experience 
to be equipped to face the rigours of 
mental health nursing.
Having emotional resilience is therefore 
imperative so that experience can be 
developed readying them for the career 
path. 
Mature students may have life 
experience, but they must also demonstrate 
that they have enough knowledge of the 
field and the ability to learn the skills they 
must develop to put into practice during 
and after the course.
Mature students 
may have life 
experience but 
they need to 
show knowledge
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Indeed all applicants must show their 
willingness and capability to be a  
successful candidate and ultimately a  
good nurse.
For me, the desire to be a mental health 
nurse is high on the list of qualities. If the 
candidate takes a vocational attitude toward 
their desired career then this is a huge plus. 
Coupled with potential, this will sway my 
decision to score them highly.
Often you can spot potential within 
a couple of minutes of dialogue in the 
interview. Ability and experience also can be 
spotted in a successful applicant. 
Nerves can often get in the way. This is 
where it is important to be objective and 
decide whether it is primarily because of 
the enormity of what rides on the outcome 
and their potential to overcome these 
nerves on the course. 
If the candidate holds it together it bodes 
well for their application. Sometimes the 
applicant falls apart. Unfortunately no 
matter what potential they have it would be 
wrong in my opinion to put them through in 
these circumstances.
Two other major assets I look for 
are strong communication skills and 
interpersonal skills. The successful 
candidates will be supporting and coming 
into contact with vulnerable people who 
are at different stages of crisis through to 
recovery. 
Often mental health service users find it 
difficult to put into words how they feel or 
may not even feel comfortable enough to 
engage with others. 
A good nurse should possess the ability 
to communicate at all levels and this can 
begin by simply putting the service user 
at ease, often by showing a friendly and 
approachable demeanour, but knowing 
when to hold back and provide space and 
time for the person they are supporting 
to gain confidence in them and indeed 
themselves. 
When the service user trusts the nurse 
they are more likely to discuss their 
problems or simply feel more comfortable 
in their presence.
This is not a definitive list of qualities, 
although there is one other key quality –  
the ability to act non-judgementally. 
People come from an array of 
backgrounds with different issues. The 
service user may be seen as unfortunate 
or at fault for their difficulties and a good 
nurse should act objectively, putting the 
service user before their own ideas of  
‘right’ or ‘wrong’. 
To conclude, when looking for a good 
candidate for the mental health nursing 
course, they should possess all of the 
above qualities and always want try to act  
in the best interest of the people they 
support.
Conclusion
We feel we have developed interview 
process that allows the student to express 
themselves, but also takes the selection 
process further importantly further than an 
impressive personal statement (Ford and 
Stephenson, 2011). 
We are guided by good practice and the 
Department of Health (2006) has set out the 
standards we seek to reach in the admissions 
process (see Box 1). The future of nursing as 
graduates means that candidates for nursing 
will academically need to higher achievers. 
However, recruiting the student nurse who 
has the right caring and personal qualities, 
the potential to develop into a competent 
nurse and the aptitude to support the 
service user in times of crisis, should not 
be lost. MHN
I was fearful  
of  offending  
him by doing  
or saying the  
wrong thing
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Box 1. GooD PRACTICE GUIDE
For the recruitment and retention of  
mental health nurses:
• Ensure that student applications are sifted  
   by staff  who understand and have worked 
   in mental health nursing.
• Involve suitably trained and recompensed  
   service users/carers in all recruitment  
   processes.
• Ensure clinical staff  participate in all  
   interviews for new student nurses.
• Establish opportunities for potential new  
   staff  to spend time in all clinical areas to 
   help inform career choices.
• The need to explore the potential conflicts 
   between generic and professional nursing  
   student codes within the higher education 
   institution settings.  
   Perhaps there may be areas of  conflict  
   with the higher education institution  
   student code and the NMC Code of   
   Professional Conduct.
• The need to take a consistent approach  
   should be applied to the implementation  
   of  the recently revised NMC guidance to  
   higher education institutions on good  
   health and good character and on the  
   development and review of  higher  
   education institution ‘fitness to practice’  
   panels.
• Put in place ways of  providing potential  
   candidates with a more realistic  
   understanding of  clinical practice, e.g.  
   visits to trusts and talks from clinicians  
   and service users.
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